accused Labour of exploiting the virus for political ends," said the Daily Mail (31 December). "He rejected claims by Shadow Health Secretary John Healey that the government had cancelled a flu jab plan for under-fives to save money."
Meanwhile, as The Guardian reported on the same day, Health Secretary Andrew Lansley had reinstated a "Catch It, Bin It, Kill It" advertising campaign. "It had been discontinued despite helping educate the public to adopt good hygiene habits during last year's H1N1 swine flu epidemic at a cost of just £609,000. He has been criticised for not instigating the campaign to urge everyone at risk to get a seasonal flu jab from their GP, and for not ensuring that all under-fives are offered the vaccine."
On 1 January The Independent reported experts as saying that "it could be too late for those still unprotected against swine flu to gain maximum benefit from the vaccination…Latest figures show that the number of casualties with flu in intensive care has risen to 738, a 60% rise on last week. The total is now four times greater than the peak during last year's pandemic, and international evidence suggests that 10-15% of those in intensive care may die…The jab takes seven days to produce partial immunity and two to three weeks to provide maximum protection."
The Daily Mail (1 January) highlighted another dimension to the problem. "Doctors have run out of flu jabs amid one of the worst outbreaks of the illness in more than a decade," it reported. "Many surgeries failed to order sufficient doses earlier this winter and some admit they have no idea when extra supplies will arrive."
The strongest criticism came from the Sunday Express (2 January): "Our inability to deal with the current flu outbreak is a disgrace. Flu strikes most winters so why have we been caught napping? The worst affected of the illness can be prevented by vaccination so why weren't all those most at risk, the elderly, asthmatic and mothers-to be, given jabs earlier?" the paper said in an editorial. "This is a tragedy that should have been averted."
Bernard Dixon is the European editor of the American Association for Microbiology.
Gorilla success
Think of the smallest village you know, anywhere. The chances are that it is home to more people than the entire global population of mountain gorillas, one of our closest primate relatives.
But the good news is that conservation efforts in one of the New hopes: Conservation efforts in one of the most difficult regions of the world appear to be paying dividends for the critically endangered mountain gorilla. (Picture: © Martin Harvey / WWF-Canon.) most geographically challenging and politically dangerous areas of the world appears to be having success in increasing the numbers of this extraordinary animal.
The animal's home range is now confined to a region of mountain rainforest that crosses the borders of Uganda, Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo.
The results of the census carried out in the spring of 2010 in this area revealed that the number of mountain gorillas had increased by more than 26 per cent over the past seven years -an average growth rate of 3.7 per cent per year. Of the 480 mountain gorillas living in greater Virunga region, 14 were solitary silverback males, and the other animals were living in one of the 36 identified family groups. Adding to this the 306 gorillas known to be living in the Bwindi Impenetrable Forest in 2006, with those living in greater Virunga, and four orphans living in the Senkwekwe Centre, the total population for the critically endangered species adds up to 790.
Although the number is so small, it is seen as something of a success and challenge. The region that the gorillas inhabit is one of human society's most active 'fault lines' that has brought spectacular violence to Uganda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. That there are 100 more gorillas now living in the forests of the Virunga mountains than there were in 2003 was seen as 'astonishing' by many researchers.
And researchers are also encouraged by the fact that the population estimate may be conservative. Many of the individuals are habituated to the presence of conservationists which makes them very easy to count. But contact also provides insights into the traces left by other gorillas that are still beyond human contact.
And, in spite of the political turmoil for many local human inhabitants, outside conservationists have paid tribute to the local people who conducted the census and have worked over the past seven years to help protect the mountain gorilla. Also, even the troubled governments have backed the efforts; the Ugandan Wildlife Authority, the Institute for the Conservation of Nature in Congo and the Rwanda Development Board all provided support.
Nigel Williams
project. There is a conflict of interest here between students and PIs that could be formally studied by a social evolutionist. Intuitively though, for the student or postdoc, probably the best strategy is to engage a few projects in parallel, some with almost guaranteed success and others with more risk and perhaps more potential reward.
One final piece of advice I would offer is to always try to see ideas, interests and experimental designs from the perspective of others. Social evolution is plagued with unproductive debates that are too often caused by an unacknowledged disagreement over what are the most interesting questions, rather than one group being right and the other being wrong. If you knew what you know earlier on, would you still pursue the same research path? More or less. I feel lucky to have stumbled into social behaviour as I did when I decided as an undergraduate to work on social wasps, rather than something like flies or butterflies. While unplanned, social evolution has proved to be a subject that provides a great variety of interesting questions. It is also a subject that tends to capture people's imagination, although this can also be a bad thing when too much is made of the comparison with our own sociality. Others of my career decisions were more planned. For example, I actively decided to become increasingly quantitative and focus more on molecular mechanism within social evolution. So far, this seems to be an interesting way to go and one that has brought increasing rigour to my work.
What has been your biggest mistake in research? I thought that I could learn microbiology from protocols and a few conversations. The result was a significant stretch of postdoc time where all I learned was a list of cruel and unusual ways to kill Dictyostelium cells. What turned you on to biology in the first place? I have always felt a religious sense of wonder in the natural world, although this wonder has driven me to seek scientific explanations as opposed to divine ones. Growing up, it was the insects and their stunning diversity of forms that particularly appealed to me. An English meadow on a summer's day is still one of my favourite places, packed as it is with buzzing insects. As a child, I saw each one as a shiny little machine, shaped for a particular task. As a teenager, I read The Selfish Gene and this gave me sight of the power of evolutionary logic for understanding what I was seeing. It is easy to see how I ended up at my thesis project, which was on the evolution of cooperation in social insects.
What advice would you give to someone starting in research? A lot of clichés have truth in them, like finding your passion and striking out on your own. But perhaps a more useful piece of advice that I don't hear enough is to spread risk. Working on a single long-term project that may not bear fruit is a bad idea at the start of your career when career-defining assessments are relatively frequent. Biology projects often go wrong through little fault of the researcher and this can kill your prospects. It is all too easy to see why many students end up on one high-risk project. PIs naturally spread their risk by having more than one person in their group so they are not exposing themselves by putting a student on a high-risk
